Sexual functioning in breast cancer survivors.
A growing body of evidence suggests that sexual dysfunction may be among the more common and distressing symptoms experienced by breast cancer survivors. This report reviews studies in which sexual functioning in breast cancer survivors has been investigated. Included are reports on the prevalence and nature of sexual difficulties, the relationship between specific breast cancer treatments and sexual difficulties, and the treatment of sexual dysfunction following completion of breast cancer treatment. A review of the literature suggests a wide range of rates for the prevalence of sexual problems in breast cancer survivors. Factors that may affect prevalence rates include the methods used to determine prevalence and the demographic and medical characteristics of the patients studied. With regard to treatment effects, evidence suggests that breast cancer patients who undergo chemotherapy are at high risk for sexual dysfunction after treatment. In contrast, there is little evidence of a link between type of surgical treatment (eg, lumpectomy vs mastectomy) or treatment with tamoxifen and sexual functioning outcomes. A growing body of evidence suggests that sexual problems can be a long-term side effect of breast cancer treatment. Oncology professionals should initiate communication about sexual difficulties, perform comprehensive assessments, and educate and counsel patients about the management of these difficulties.